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With its unity strained by internal dissension, the Frente Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion
Nacional (FMLN) held a special National Convention on Aug. 29 to salvage the alliance that held
it together through 12 years of civil war. Although the five groups who belong to the FMLN did
not reach an accord on the future direction of the organization, they did agree to form a special
commission that would attempt to meld their ideologic differences before next December's National
Convention. Following the signing of the peace accords between the government and the FMLN in
January 1992, the former rebel force became a legally recognized political coalition. The FMLN was
soundly defeated by the ruling Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) in elections in March
and April of this year for municipal, legislative, and executive seats.
Nevertheless, the FMLN emerged from those elections as the country's second political force,
pushing the Christian Democrats back to third place. However, as the FMLN has gained political
strength, the group's internal divisions that had been held in check throughout the war have begun
to surface, since the ideological differences that always existed among the five organizations that
make up the FMLN are now aggravated by debate over what political policies to adopt in post-war
El Salvador. In fact, the breach greatly widened in May when the new Legislative Assembly was
installed. Seven of the newly elected FMLN deputies broke ranks with the FMLN to support ARENA
candidate Gloria Salguero for Assembly president. In exchange, they received two seats on the
congressional directorate.
As a result, those seven deputies who are members of the Expresion Renovadora del Pueblo
(ERP) and the Resistencia Nacional (RN) were subsequently sanctioned by the FMLN National
Council for breaking party discipline. To some analysts the defection of those seven deputies was
no surprise since the ERP and RN leadership had already been lobbying for the FMLN to adopt
a more "pragmatic" and "moderate" party line. They argued that a reformist stance would be the
most practical option for the FMLN in post-war politics.
Since the May incident in Congress, tensions among the FMLN's five groups have continued, since
the ERP and the RN subsequently refused to attend weekly meetings of the party's departmental
assemblies and political commissions. In fact, the Partido Comunista Salvadoreno (PCS) joined the
RN and ERP in their boycott of the meetings, leading to speculation that the PCS was beginning to
side with those two internal tendencies. In response, the FMLN directorate called a party convention
for the end of July to discuss ways to hold the party together as a single, unified political force. In a
stark reflection of the internal divisions that wrack the FMLN, the July meeting had to be postponed
because the ERP and the RN refused to attend. After much coaxing those two groups finally agreed
to participate in a special party convention on Aug. 29.
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While none of the groups spoke of an actual break with the party during the debate at the special
session, the old schisms were obvious. The ERP and the RN, which describe themselves as social
democrats, insisted that the FMLN should operate as a "party of parties" as it did during the war,
allowing each individual member organization of the FMLN to conserve its ideological and political
identity. On the other side of the issue, the Fuerzas Populares de Liberacion (FPL) and the Partido
Revolucionario de los Trabajadores Centroamericanos (PRTC) maintain that the individual groups
should simply be dissolved and the FMLN should be converted into a modern party with unified
actions and programs. In a communique published in June, the FPL explained the divisions within
the FMLN as between one side that proposes to "strengthen the popular, democratic, and changeoriented character of our historic project," and another that wants to "push the FMLN into a centrist
stance."
In an obvious reference to the ERP and RN support of ARENA, the FPL argued that this centrist
ideology can lead to "a precarious alliance" with conservative groups, pulling the FMLN into
negotiations with organizations that represent political tendencies that contradict the FMLN's basic
positions on issues. For its part, the PCS appealed to the other organizations to work gradually
toward unifying the different tendencies into a "pluralist" party framework. FMLN general
coordinator and PCS leader Shafick Handal, who played a conciliatory role during the meeting,
urged the participants to give the organization a chance. "If we'd had a convention like this during
the crucial moments of the war, we would have been defeated," said Handal.
During the meeting, the participants did agree to jointly draw up a comprehensive and objective
critique of ARENA's policies, and to examine measures to address the country's principal problems,
especially the cost of living and delinquency. However, the ERP and RN deputies were unable
to convince the FMLN National Council to lift the sanctions levied on them for their support of
ARENA's congressional presidential candidate. Before the party meets again in December, a special
commission of delegates from the five groups will hold a series of negotiating sessions to attempt to
develop enough common political ground to hold the organization together.
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